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SUBJECT:  FRANCE  BACKS  EUROPEAN  ENGAGEMENT  WITH  ERITREA 
REF:  A.  STATE  59532  B.  PARIS  848 

Classified  By:  Political  Minister  Counselor  Josiah  B.  Rosenblatt, 
ons  1.4b,d 

^1 . (C)  France  supports  EU  and  EC  efforts  to  engage  Eritrea, 
including  the  invitation  by  the  European  Commission  for 
President  Isaias  Afwerki  to  visit  Brussels,  MFA  AF 
DAS-Equivalent  Helen  Le  Gal  informed  Africa  Watcher  on  May  3 
in  response  to  demarche  (Ref  A) . Le  Gal  remarked  that  the 
invitation  to  Brussels  was  well  within  European  Commission 
norms,  which  only  barred  a visit  by  Zimbabwean  President 
Mugabe . 

^2.  (C)  Eritrea  was  emerging  as  a regional  force,  with 
influential  and  valuable  networks,  in  the  French  and  EC  view, 

Le  Gal  stated,  adding  that  Asmara's  clout  was  growing  in 
response  to  Ethiopian  activities.  Regarding  Darfur,  Eritrean 
knowledge  of  and  involvement  with  rebel  groups  was 
incontestable,  she  remarked.  UN  Envoy  Eliasson  was  striving, 
eyes  open,  to  bring  together  the  UN  and  Eritrean  poles; 
convergence  of  some  sort  was  vital  to  advancing  coherence 
among  the  rebels.  Le  Gal  volunteered  that  Presidential 
Adviser  Yemane  Gebremeskel  had  recently  been  to  Paris,  and 
had  made  a strong  impression. 

^3.  (C)  Eritrea,  with  its  egregious  violations  of  human 
rights,  infringement  of  religious  freedom,  and  disrespect  for 
the  Vienna  Conventions  was  doubtless  a repressive  and 
authoritarian  state,  whose  actions  were  reminiscent  of  the 
Soviet  Union,  Le  Gal  commented.  The  MFA,  in  a national 
capacity,  had  issued  trenchant  criticisms  of  inacceptable 
Eritrean  behavior.  The  French  Government,  she  added,  had 
just  granted  political  asylum  to  a persecuted  Eritrean 
journalist.  French  embassy  personnel,  she  added,  also  had 
difficulty  obtaining  permission  to  leave  Asmara,  although  she 
allowed  that  Asmara  meted  out  particularly  harsh  treatment  to 
the  USG. 

1[4 . (C)  Le  Gal  noted  that  France  had  invited  Isaias  to  the 

February  Af rica-France  Summit  in  Cannes,  but  the  Eritrean 
President  declined,  not  wanting  to  run  the  risk  of  a corridor 
encounter  with  Ethiopian  President  Meles.  (Note:  France 
refused  an  offer  by  Isaias  to  travel  to  Cannes  exclusively  to 
attend  a side-meeting  on  Darfur,  without  taking  part  in  the 
broader  Af rica-France  Summit  (Ref  B) . ) 

1[5 . (C)  Comment:  Le  Gal  was  unflinching  in  her  view  that 

Brussels  was  correct  and  within  its  rights  to  broaden 
engagement  with  Asmara. 
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